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Counting

Assets

Ty wpetd
h

ATERGATE reportar Carl
Bernstein has claimed ‘that the
CIA used roughly 400 American jour-
'3nalists in the past. The New York
. Times claims that about a tenth that
‘pumber would be nearer ths truth.
. Whoisright? .

z Bothare,lsupi:;oée.'l‘heﬁmesu ;
“talking about journalists who con-

sciously ran some kind of errand for

E ByGérryWills

-

- the Agency. But agents lova to talk
_ more vaguely about their “assets” in
_the press, no doubt exaggerating the :
“numbez just as our “body counts” in
~"Vietnam wers exaggerated by those
“-wanting to take credit for nmmng an
. efficient death shop.- -
* - Some of the large number provxd—
.. ed by Mr. Bernstein was mads up, no.

. doubt, of Joumahsta bemg used thh--

'_ outreahzmg it -

- But a larger numbor probably had
“a’ drink’ or- dinner with an. agent,
z gwapped “rumors, and. parted with
- peither.of them the wiser. The agent
:.would atil]l count this 2 contact with
~his “pasets” for the same reason a
busmmman writes off lunch with a

1'4 “client” who does not buy anthing. ;.
- Still, the Bernstein number is im-
portant. It shows how much waste
.» and silliness are involved in the work |
~'of an agency with large (and yet. se-
_’- cret) funds to be used (gnd;used up).
‘- The ~ bureaucratic -wasts. and

i wheel-spmmng of the FBI are coming |-
‘to light, now, as dossiers ars releabed4

“-'to their subjects under thes
__of Information Act. =~ ‘—m

|

Agents seem to have done a great
deal of “work” for went of anything
better to fill their time. Yet filling
time with silly errands, and using up
the budget, was important to an em- |

pire-builder like J, Bdgar Hoover.

It is even more important, and less
scrutinized, than the actions of the
CIA. The CIA is the only American
egency created in conscious defiancs
‘of the Constitution’s provision that
&ll public money must be aocounbed
for.

The Bernstem number, put to-
gether with many other things, shows
the result of this secret largess. Avalil-
able money gets spent in monkey-
business, some’ harmful, some silly,
some major, most minor—as the Nix-
on crew demonstrated in 1972. We
Jearned that Nixon's gumshoes would
do just about anything because they
had the heady feeling they could af-
ford to do just about everything. And
that is one of the CIA s many prob.
lems. i

On the mora]s of CIA-press rela-
‘tions, I think some journalists ‘come
off worse than the CIA itself.

It is quite true that no government
agency should try to suborn the
presa. But it is naive to think most
sgencies will not try to, at some pomt
or other.

Why should we expect a more deli-
cate conscience in the CIA or FBI:
than we have found in the Justice
Department or HEW? They all want,
A good and useful press. They ell use
flattery, Jeaks, and preferential treat-
ment, to help ensure it—not outright
bribes, perhaps, but neither were
mosat CIA offers outright bribes... .. |

The seduced press cannot plead,

_in extenuation, that there are sedu-
cers in the world—of course there
are. The seducers are there to be re-
_sisted. The press, for two decades, re-
sisted the CIA poorly when it was not

*beggmg to be ravished. Improvement !
in this area is more a matter of press
reform than of CIA reform. =~ - |
" Of course, there will always be '
“free-lancers” (often a fancy term for
the unemployed) willing to do the |
CIA’s fishy work for pay. But they ;
are of limited usefulness. It is the
reputable press the CIA most wanted |
to use; and it is the job of good edi- !

in dealing with the CIA as well gs tha
White House, .

Attempts to prevent the trading of : ‘
information between agents and jour-
palists are affronts to freedom. How
docs one cover people one cannot talk i

- to?

The fault in the past was not in
covering the CIA, but in refusing to |
cover it, and in covering up for it ‘
The relationship of the press to po- |
Jicemen and politicians should be one
of a friendly adversary, with valid in-
terests that sometimes conflict with
equally valid mterests in the -office
holders. ' ]

The same should apply to the CIA.

.What after all, are its agents but po-

litical policemen, to be watched with
double caution, from as close up as
we can get?
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